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On April 21, former military dictator Gen. Luis Garcia Meza was sentenced to the maximum 30 years
without parole for crimes committed during his regime (1980-1981). The legal proceedings against
Garcia Meza, billed as the "trial of the century" in Bolivia, began in 1986 and ended on December
26 of last year. Garcia Meza, who disappeared in 1989, was convicted and sentenced "in absentia."
Garcia Meza was convicted for 21 crimes. Among them were: embezzlement of public funds; the
organization of illegal paramilitary groups; the theft of rebel leader Ernesto "Che" Guevara's diaries;
and the murder of socialist leader Marcel Quiroga Santa Cruz, as well as labor leaders Carlos
Flores and Gualberto Vega, and eight directing members of the Revolutionary Left Movement
(Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria). Garcia Meza's 13-month term in office is considered
one of the bloodiest and most corrupt in Bolivia's history. Garcia Meza and his associates were
linked to drug trafficking, fraud, extorsion, an international terrorist network with ties to former
Nazi officials, and massive human rights abuses. Approximately 50 of Garcia Meza's collaborators,
including several cabinet members, have also been convicted and sentenced for their crimes.
Included are Garcia Meza's interior minister Col. Luis Arce Gomez, convicted and sentenced "in
absentia" because he is currently serving a 30 year sentence in the US on drug trafficking charges.
President Jaime Paz Zamora's administration has faced heavy criticism for its inability to apprehend
Garcia Meza, who is thought to be in hiding in Bolivia. Following news of the sentencing, opposition
legislator German Gutierrez said he remains skeptical regarding the government's commitment to
capturing Garcia Meza, noting that La Paz has not requested assistance from other countries as had
been done with other important fugitives. Supreme Court president Edgar Oblitas said that, despite
the fact that Garcia Meza remains at large, the sentence represents an important achievement for
Bolivia. He described the Garcia Meza trial as an attempt to "end the history of impunity which has
protected putsch makers and autocrats, in a country which, in its 168 years of independence, has
suffered more than 100 coups." Added Ernesto Machicao, president of the Chamber of Deputies'
human rights committee: "It is a very important day for Bolivia since it represents not only a
rejection by the people of military rule but also a strong action by the court to put these people and
those who cooperated with them behind bars. People will think twice before they again attempt
to overthrow the government by force." (Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 04/19/93, 04/20/93;
Agence France- Presse, 04/14/93, 04/20/93, 04/21/93; Associated Press, New York Times, 04/21/93)
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